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It  was eight  months before  launch when  my second Flight  Operations Team  lead 
said  he  was  leaving  the  project for  another job. Six  months  earlier,  the original 
lead  had said  he  was  leaving. I was  stunned--but  I remained confident  that we 
would  re c ove r.  I  didn't expect to lose the  second  lead.  After  all,  lightning  is  not 
supposed  to  strike  twice  in  the  same  place.  This  time,  with  only  eight  months 
until  launch,  I was  ve ry  much  concerned.  No,  "concerned"  is  probably  too  mild 
a  word.  Let's  get it  right:  I was  sweating.  

Losing a  lead at any  stage  presents  problems,  but  two  losses  within  6 months of 
each other  can definitely  shake  the  confidence of an  inexperienced  Flight  Op s 
Team. Immediately after  launch the  Flight Ops Team would  be  providing cru c i a l 
s u p p o rt to two highly  professional  groups:  the  flight dynamics  engineers  at 
Go d d a rd  Space  Flight Center,  and  the Science Team  with scientists  from  many 
U.S. and Eu ropean  universities. The Flight  Ops Team  would  support  the critical 
orbit  and  attitude maneuvers  needed  for  the  transfer  of  the  Ad va n c e d 
Composition  Ex p l o rer  (ACE) spacecraft to an  orbit  one  million miles fro m 
E a rth.  In  addition,  the Flight  Ops Team  would provide the  interface with  the 
spacecraft  as  the scientists  activated  and  calibrated  nine  sensitive  instru m e n t s . 
Many of these scientists  had over twenty  years  of flight hard w a re experience, and 
had  devoted over  five  years to  the  ACE  instruments.  If the engineers  and  scien­
tists did not have complete confidence i n the abilities of  the Flight Ops  Team, we 
would  have  to delay  launch. 

Ty p i c a l l y,  people  see  the Flight  Ops Team  as  a bunch  of desk  jockeys  who  don't 
do much more  than  look  at screens,  but  in  re a l i t y,  after launch,  the Flight  Op s 
Team  is the  first  line of  defense when  things  go  wrong.  Sometimes the  team  has 
to make decisions in a m atter of minutes, e ven se conds. They ha ve to decide, "D o 
I  need to  do  something quickly, or  can  I  wait  until  I  get some  additional  infor­
mation  and recommendations  from  the design engineers?" When  the  Flight Op s 
Team d oes react q uickly, they depend u pon training r e c e i ved du ring mission sim­
ulations,  but  sometimes  an  anomaly  occurs that cannot be  solved with "canned" 
p ro c e d u res. In  situations like  these,  you need a Flight  Ops Team  that  can  make 
decisions based upon a f  undamental understanding of th e spacecraft and how the 
spacecraft  responded  to  ground testing.  

We did several things  on the ACE Mission that we re  new at  the time  for  NASA. 
One was to  bring the Flight Ops lead, and  a couple of members  of  the team, on 
e a r l y. We  brought  the  first lead  onto the  project 3 years  before launch. That was 
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Losing a lead at any 
stage presents prob-
lems, but two losses 
within six months of 
each other can defi-
nitely shake the con-
fidence of an unexpe-
rienced Flight Ops 
Te a m . 

“ 

” 

u n p recedented  in all my years of experience as a Ground Systems Ma n a g e r. We 
wanted the lead to participate in the definition, development, integration and test­
ing of t he spacecraft, incl uding  th e nine in strumen ts, and then trans fer this k now l­
edge to  the rest o f the te am. We  aimed to  create  a new paradigm with the  A C E 
Flight Ops  Tea m: a team tha t had experience with the  integr ation and  testing of the 
spacecraft and instrum ents. In this  way,  they wou ld be  pre p a re d for all spacecraft  
emergencies, and  also provid e the other groups in the Mi ssion Operations Team a 
k n owledgeable user-friendly interface with the orbiting spacecraft. 

After launch, the Flight Operations Team is the first line of defense if anything 

goes wrong with the spacecraft. On ACE, the Flight Ops was exceptionally 

well-trained and versatile. Here a team is pictured working out of the Mission 

Operations Center. 

   
Whom Do I Sen d T o The Plate?  
With  th e loss of the s econd Flight O ps Team  le ad,  and onl y e ight mo nths to pre­
p a re, I ha d  a sinking f eeli ng in my  sto mach . I was  fo rced to rethink what  quali­
fications I needed for the Flight Ops Team lead. No longer did extensive opera-
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tional experience seem the one and only pre requisite. I needed someone who 
could turn eight people into a competent, cohesive, motivated Flight Ops Te a m 
and coordinate the activities of the Mission Operation Team, a diverse group of 
scientists, engineers and technicians. I needed a leader; fortunately for AC E , 
t h e re was already a member of the Flight Ops Team who could do the job. 

Not only was Jeff Volosin ve ry good technically, but he was also respected by the 
other Flight Ops Team members for his honesty, re s p o n s i veness, and dedication 
to the ACE mission. Je f f 's leadership abilities soon became evident to the other 
g roups in the Mission Operations Team. He not only smoothed the frayed re l a­
tionships between the Flight Ops Team and the other members of the Mi s s i o n 
Operations Team, but he also found cre a t i ve ways to train the Flight Ops Team. 

Members of the Flight Ops Team performed software system testing for the 
Mission Operations Center, expanded their participation in the testing of the 
spacecraft, and supported the integration of the instrument test equipment into 
the Mission Operations Center. These activities provided the Flight Ops Te a m 
with invaluable training, while allowing them to develop excellent working re l a­
tionships with the various operation support teams. In order to handle these 
additional responsibilities, especially the last two months before launch, the 
Flight Ops Team worked 10 to 12 hour days and weekends. I never heard any 
serious complaints about them; as for the attitude of the Flight Ops Team them-
s e l ves, they saw this difficult task as a unique opport u n i t y. 

The greatest reflection of Je f f 's character was that he did all of this and was neve r 
in fact the official Flight Ops Team lead. His management told me that Jeff did-
n't have the requisite experience to be a lead. Instead, they had someone else they 
wanted to appoint. Ok a y, I said, the last thing I needed was a fight--but I pushed 
to have Jeff made the deputy lead. In the end, as I engineered things, the official 
lead handled the programmatic aspects (meaning the paperw o rk and whateve r 
other administrative tasks presented themselves) while Jeff was the Chief 
Operating Officer and handled the personnel. 

At launch most of the Flight Ops Team we re fresh outs, which means they we re 
coming directly from college or some other job and had no flight operations expe­
rience. Jeff trained them to handle almost anything that could happen. They we re 
far better equipped than any Flight Ops Team before them--at least certainly any 
with whom I had worked. ACE has been a ve ry successful mission, and in no small 
p a rt, this is due to the Flight Ops Team that has operated it for nearly five years. 

No longer did exten-
sive operational experi-
ence seem the one 
and only prerequisite. 

“ 

” 
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Jeff enjoyed his work and strove for excellence in eve ry assignment I gave him. 
His enthusiasm and dedication we re contagious, affecting both the Flight Op s 
Team and the other groups that worked with him. Recognizing Je f f 's leadership 
qualities and assigning him the Flight Ops Team lead was one of the best deci­
sions I made during the whole project. He validated my belief that when yo u 
h a ve only one out left, you want a leader at the plate. 

Q u e s t i o n 

Do you recall a time on a proj-

ect when someone with superi-

or interpersonal skills, but not 

necessarily the best technical 

skills, was able to lead a proj-

ect out of a tough situation? 

Lessons: 

• 	Objectives may remain constant--for example, a higher trained Flight Ops Te a m - - b u t 

the way to achieve those objectives may need to change as project events dictate. 

Be flexible in how you approach your objectives. 

• 	Project leaders are not just those with the most technical knowledge. Nurture proj-

ect leaders who have superior interpersonal skills and can work with teammates to 

stabilize a project in tense circumstances. During times like these, they will prove 

more valuable to you than someone with superior technical knowledge. 
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